In vivo and in vitro studies in a patient with cyclical Cushing's disease showing some responsiveness to bromocriptine.
In vivo and in vitro studies were carried out in a 37-year old female with cyclical Cushing's disease. Preoperative studies revealed periodic secretions of urinary corticosteroids occurring with a cyclicity of 2-3 weeks. On transsphenoidal surgery, a microadenoma was visualized in the anteroinferior portion of the anterior pituitary. Gel filtration analyses of the adenoma and surrounding tissues revealed increased concentrations of beta-endorphin and an activated conversion of beta-lipotropin to beta-endorphin in the adenoma compared with the surrounding tissues. These findings were in agreement with the characteristics previously reported for corticotroph adenomas. However, unexpectedly, concentrations of ACTH and beta-lipotropin in the adenoma were only slightly higher than those in the surrounding tissues. Precise mechanisms underlying this unusual finding were elusive, but it may have been due to the periodic nature of her hypercortisolism. In addition, this patient was reproducibly responsive to bromocriptine (2.5 mg, per os) with a reduction of the plasma cortisol level. Although this may suggest an intermediate lobe subtype of Cushing's disease as proposed by Lamberts' group, our case did not have any other characteristic suggestive of this proposed variant. However, it is tempting to speculate that cyclical changes in the central dopaminergic tone may have been at least a partial trigger for the periodic hormonogenesis in this patient.